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1. Name
historle Lawrence County Caurthouse
and/or common
2. Location
street & number ity Square , ' —-_ not for publication
clty, town Mt. Vernon — vicinity of congressional district  7th - ~.  Tou1ar

Gepa—-ay-loy
state Missouri . code (29 county Lawrence code 109
3. Classification
Category Ownership Status " Ppresent Use
— district ¥ public __¥- occupied — agriculture . Mmuseum
—X building({s} ___ private — Unoccupied — commercial — park
— Structure —-.— both — work in progress __.. educational __._ private residence
-— site Public Acquisition Accessibie — enterlainment — religious
— .- object —_in process —_x-yes: restricted _X__ government . scientific
—— being considered —-— yes: unrestricted — industrial . —- transportation
no military o —— other:

4. Owner of Property
hame Lawrence County _
street & number | aurence County Courthouse
city, town Mt. Vernon —— vicinity of state Missouri 65712
5. Location of Legal Description
courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Recarder's Office
street & number Lawrence County -Courthouse
clty, town Mt. Vernon state  Missouri 65712
6. Representation in Existing Surveys
titte Missouri State Historics 1_Survey has this praperty been determined elegible? yes _X _no
date 1977 __federal _X__state ___ county —_ local

Department of Natural Resources
depository for surveyrecords  p n  pay 174

city, town Jefferson City state Missouri—. 65102 ——



7. Description

Condition Check one Check one

—— exceiltent — deteriorated _.__ unaltered _X_ originai site -
—— good —ruins _X_ altered — moved date

X_ {fair —— unexposed

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance

The Lawrence County Courthouse is rectangular in plan with the south and north sides
measuring 101'8" and the east and west sides measuring 81'2"., It is constructed of
limestone quarried just north of Mt. Vernon. Originally it was white (the tower
remains so), but now the stone has weathered to gray. The cornerstone, placed at the
northeast corner, is polished red granite, 20" x 20". Engraved on the stone is the
name of the architect, G.E. McDonald, and the latter part of Numbers 32:23 "Be Sure
Your Sins Will Find You Qut.".

The courthouse is an excellent example of Romanesque Revival architecture with jts
rock-faced stonework and rounded arches. It stands in the center of a 270' square
lot in the center of the townsquare. The courthouse not only dominates Mt. Vernon

by its massive size and impressive architecture, but it also commands the surrounding
countryside with its clock and bell tower surmounted with a statue of Lady Justice
that can be seen miles away as Mt. Vernon is situated upon a hill. . The grounds of
the courthouse are meticulously kept and the Tandscaping is tastefully conservative.

The elevation of the structure consists of a basement, first and second stories, an
attic, and a bell and clock tower. The south facade constitutes the main entrance
and is duplicated by the north facade. The east and west facades are identical and -
are similar to the south and north facades with a few variations.

Each facade is divided into five bays with the central and end bays projecting forward.
At each corner of the building where the projecting end bays meet an attached tower is
formed. Each of these is topped by a polygonal ogee roof ¢rowned with a finial. The
central bays of the north and south facades are topped by pediments and the centratl
bays of the east and west facades are capped by stepped gables. FEach gable and
pediment constitutes the termination of a gable roof which intersects the clock and
bell tower which rises from the central vertical axis of the courthouse. The main
roof is gabled with two gablets. The original roofing material (tin) has been rep]aced
by red asbestos shlngles except for the east and west gable roofs which are gray.

The roof is again in need of repair and there are serious leaks in some second story
offices. .

The first story on each side of the courthouse is delineated from the basement and
second story levels by a course of smoothly dressed 1imestone which serves as a
contrast with the rock-faced stonework. The attic is contained within the pediments,
stepped gables, the corner towers, and the bottom level of the bell and clock tower.
The tower consists of a base, the center section which is rectangular and houses the
bell, and the roof which is a polygonal ogee shape. There are clock faces on all
four sides and they are placed at the juncture of the tower proper and its roof.

The tower is surmounted by a statue of Lady Justice which was temporarily removed

in 1974 for repairs and refinishing. The ped1ments of the north and south facades
also were topped by statues, but neither remains today.
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Many outstanding features enliven the exterior of the courthouse including the
ornamented treatment of the fenestration.

The focal point of the south and north facades is the triple arched entrance. Both.
facades feature an entrance of double glass doors recessed beneath the central arch
with each side arch curving over a tympanum that caps paired double-hung 1/1 Tlight
windows. On either side of the entrances the arches spring from smoothly dressed
imposts which rest upon four engaged colonets standing upon tall smoothly dressed
bases.

The triple arch pattern is repeated in the second story over the entrances. Here
the arches frame three windows identical to the first story windows. The central
window and arch are slightly higher than those on each side conveying inappropriate
element of Palladianism.

A1l other second story and attic windows on all four sides are rectangular double-
hung 1/1 1ight design with the exception of those in the central bay of the east

and west sides which are similar to those of the north and south central bays. First
story fenestration of all four sides {s a mixture of the types previously described
along with a rounded double-hung paired 1/1 1ight style. Basement windows are double-
hung 1/1 light.

The courthouse has six chimneys; four are situated at the inside corners of the end
bays of the east and west sides, with the other two located on each side of the
central bay of the east facade.

Other highlights of the building are the second story decorative bartizans located
at each corner of all end bays and the decorative elements of the clock tower such
as the louvered windows, small gilt columns, and pendentives.

In all respects the exterior of the courthouse has faired well and is in excellent
condition with the exception of the roof. HNo detectable deterioration is apparent
apart from the darkening of the limestone.

The interior, however, has not met with the same fate. Through elements of nature,
normal wear, neglect, and lack of funds the interior condition has become less than
satisfactory. This is particularly d1sturb1ng as the courthouse features original
decorative woodwork, ornamental wrought iron stair brackets, and first-story ocgaton-
patterned tile 1n]a1d floors.

The basement is in a state of disrepair with cracking walls, water damage to window
sills, and termite infested woodwork. One feature that is still worthy of notice is
the ceiling which consists of a series of parallel shallow barrel vaults.
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The first and second floors are laid out on a cross plan with entrances in the center
of each of the four sides. The stair case is in the east section, and its lighted
newel post is an cutstanding feature. The ceilings except for those that have been
lowered, are twenty-two feet high. The walls are the original stucco except for
those which have been paneled.

The decorative woodwork is of ocak and walnut (predominately the Tatter) and is found

in the main staircase, window and door frames, fireplace mantels, and courtroom

railings. Some of this ornamentation has been hidden by the lowered ceilings and

paneling. The walk-in vaults with their painted pastoral scenes on the massive iron
~ doors have not been altered.

A narrow stairway in the east section leads to the attic which has low ceilings and,
like the basement, is in a state of disrepair. The rooms, located in the corner
towers and beneath the stepped gables are used for storage. Originally they were
used as offices and even for jail cells for a short time. The central attic area is
an open space with exposed wooden beams. In the center a wooden stairway leads up
to the clock tower. This area is rarely entered perhaps because the f100r1ng does
not seem particulariy firm. The wooden stairway, however, is sturdy.

Although the attic remains basically unaltered, the rest of the interior has undergone
changes in an effort to update the building. Ceilings have been lowered to conserve
energy, walls were paneled because the stucco is falling off, and decorative woodwork
in the courtrooms has been covered with paneling to cut down on maintenance. An
example of such activities occurred about six years ago when at the direction of the
county court paneling was placed over the original wainscotting, decorative walnut
posts, and mouldings in the Circuit Courtroom. Such practices are continuing.
Rewiring has been done, although it is still ocutmoded and in some places the fixtures
are eyesores. Gas-heat has replaced the original coal-burning system and air-condition-
ing was recently instalied. In the rooms and halls where the ceilings have not been
lowered, the heating ducts are exposed. Unfortunately these changes are spoiling

the aesthetics of the courthouse interior.

According to Engineer Paul Ferder the Lawrence County Courthouse is structurally
sound. There are, however, at this time two problems that deserve immediate
attention. The first is the roof which does leak in places and has allowed moisture
to warp woodwork and to crumble away the plaster of the ceiling. The second problem
is the termites which are destroying window sills, other woodwork, and books.

The general deterioration of the interior is unfortunate since even in its current

condition the courthouse is beautiful, although it is not living up to its potential.
Lack of funds and confusion between restoration and renovation are endangering the
gxstg;1c authenticity and aesthetic beauty of the interior of the Lawrence County
ourthouse.




8. Significance

Period Arcas of Significance—Check and justity below )

— prehistoric _____ archeology-prehistoric ____ community planning ___ landscape architecture __ religion

— . 14001499 ____ archeology-historic —~ . conservation — law —- sclence

— 15001589 ____ agriculture —___ economics ~—literature — scuipture

- 1600-1699 _x_ architecture — education —_ military . — social/

. 1700-1799 ___art - engineering — Mmusic humanitarian

—.1800-1889 __._ commerce — . exploration/settifement ___ philosophy —. theater

—x— 1800~ — communications e Industry _X_ politics/government ____ transportation
____invention —_ other (specify)

Specitic dates 1900 Builder/Architect Build - T.A_Mill Archi

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph} G.E. McDona‘[d

The Lawrence County Courthouse is significant as an impressive example of Romanesque
Revival architecture and as the political, legal, and social center for the citizens
of Lawrence County.

The courthouse was constructed in 1900 and is one of four Missouri courthouses
built according to a design by the Nebraskan architect, G.E. McDonald, who had
designed three Nebraska courthouses from 1890 to‘1894.1 Its sister courthouses

in terms of style and design in Missouri are the Johnson County Courthouse in
Warrensburg, built in 1896; the Andrew County Courthouse in Savannah, built 1898-
1900; and the Bates County Courthouse in Butler, built in 1907.

The Lawrence County Courthouse with its rock-faced limestone exterior and rounded
arches over the doors and windows stands as an impressive example of Romanesque
Revival architecture popular in the mid-west at the turn-of-the-century. Interior
features such as high quaiity woodwork, inlaid tile floors, and wrought-iron brackets
are fine examples of interior decoration of the period.

The present Lawrence County Courthouse is the third building to house the county
offices. The first courthouse was a two-storied wood frame building built in 1846.

It was moved in 1854 from the center of the city square to the north side of the
square to make room for the second courthouse. This was a more imposing three-storied
brick edifice. In 1900, a fire reputedly damaged a part of the 1nter1or so the
building was condemned, sold for $225, and razed.

The first bond of $50,000 for construction of a new courthouse did not pass, but

the second attempt was successful and the contract was given to J.D. Armstrong in

July of 1900. The contract was annulled, however, when he failed to file the required
bond. The contract was then awarded to T.A. Miller of Aurcra for $49,600 and work
began in Tate August. McDonald, the architect, was appointed superintendent, but

was later replaced by E.B. Case. The cornerstone was laid November 28, 1900 with

5000 persons in attendance to hear Dr. C.C. Wood, editor of the St. Louis Advocate,
deliver the oration.2

For the past eighty years the courthouse has played an integral part not only in
the political and legal life of Lawrence County, but also in its social activities.
From the County's inception the land upon which all three courthouses have stood
has been used for social gatherings that exemplify the local culture.
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On July 4, 1845 when the jubilant citizens celebrated the birth of the new county,
one of the principle activities was the "bran dance" which took place on the land
where the courthouse now stands. The ground was cleared and leveled, approxgmate1y
two inches of wheat bran was distributed over the area, and the dance began.” This
event is commemorated today with the annual celebration of Apple Butter Makin’

Days which recreates the 1ife and history of Lawrence County and attracts tourists
from the four-state area. The courthouse is the scene of several plays such ai

the old-fashioned melodramas staged in the Magistrate and Circuit: Courtrooms, The
fine detailing of the interior wood ornamentation provides a suitable backdrop for
the players in their turn-of-the-century costumes.

Such festivities are not necessary, however, to feel that one has stepped back in
time upon entering the courthouse. Such features as the inlaid tile floors,
wrought-iron brackets on the underside of the main staircase, and the walnut
staircase itself with the lighted newel post on the ground floor are extremely fine
examples of high-quality turn-of-the-century craftsmanship. Other period interior
features include the large walk-in safes with painted pastoral scenes on the massive
doors and the fireplaces with mirrored highback mantelpieces.

The Lawrence County Courthouse warrants recognition both for its Romanesque
architecture and interior decorative elements, and for the central role it has
played and continues to play in the lives of Lawrence County residents. As with
many old courthouses, the Lawrence County Courthouse was built not only as an
edifice to house county offices and courts, but also as a symbol of the peop]e S
pride in democracy and in their community.

FOOTNOTES

1. Paul Goeldner, Temples of Justice (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University Microfilm,
1971), Dissertation.

2. Jessie C. Miller, ed. Lawrence County Historical Society, 1974), p. 184.
3. Ibid., p. 183. -
4. 1Ibid., p. 192.
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Given to Bob Flanders: July 12, 1983
Presented:




The Lawrence County Courthouse is significant as an impressive example of Romanesque
Revival architecture and as the political, leaal, and social center for the citizens
of Lawrence County.
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